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Chapter 1
Introduction
Throughout the history of public education, school governance has largely been

left to local school districts (lannacone & Lutz, 1994). Within the local school districts,
the elected school boards have provided a link of responsibility and accountability
between the community at large and the school district bureaucracy (Select Seminar on

Excellence in Education, 1990). Despite the fact that there is no other agency or body
currently available to provide the services of these elected boards, lannacone and Lutz
(1994) observed that state and federal governments have taken greater portions of

educational policy making away from these local officials.
Bauman (1996) reported that more profound changes in governance are being

proposed and implemented. Policy makers have considered changing governance
structures and procedures (Danzberger, 1994). Presently, the focus of governance reform

appears to be centering on the local school district (Bauman, 1996). School-based
decision making, coupled with national goals and standards have placed local districts in
an unstable middle ground in the redesigning of school governance (Harrington-Leuker,

1993). This study will examine local school governance in West Virginia by

documenting the amount of time spent by school boards on making specific decisions
identified in the Hange and Leary study (1996).
Background

History of Governance

Several studies (Danzberger, 1994; Kirst, 1994; Usdan, 1994) reported that

1
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throughout history, local school boards have been independent units of general
government. In the late nineteenth century, city school boards, controlled by the political

ward system, were obviously inefficient and corrupt (Cuban, 1990). Often the poorer
wards paid higher school taxes than the wealthier ones. Thus, these less fortunate wards

could afford only the poorest kinds of schools (Reeves, 1969). Board members often
doled out teaching jobs to constituents (Cuban, 1990). Due to the unfairness of the ward

plan, reform movements were started to consolidate the city wards into a city-wide school
district (Reeves, 1969). Danzberger (1994) explained that this political corruption led to
a major movement to reform school governance. A central board representing each

district with a professional chief executive, a superintendent, emerged from these reforms
(Bauman, 1996; Danzberger, 1994; Usdan, 1994). The current grassroots commitment to

separating the governance of education from general purpose government in order to keep
education out of the hands of ordinary politicians is rooted in these century old reforms

(Usdan, 1994). School boards were reformed in the early twentieth century with a

resulting modern governance system for public schools which incorporates multiple
players and decision makers including federal and state courts, the United States

Congress, state governors, and legislatures (Danzberger, 1994). Given all this reform,
current evidence still indicates that the true locus of authority and power remains with

school boards, office staffs, and state authorities (Bimber, 1994).
The Twentieth Century Fund Task Force (1992) reported that the American
government traditionally has utilized uniquely decentralized structures, the school

boards, to oversee the vast system of elementary and secondary schools. More than

-
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15,000 school boards are responsible for making the decisions which affect the education
of millions of students (Fisher & Shannon, 1992; Wagner, 1992). School boards tend to

function with a great deal of autonomy even though they operate within a detailed web of
state law and regulation (Danzberger, 1994). The vast majority of school board members

are popularly elected (Shannon, 1994). Relative voter turnout for these local elections

may be small, but elected boards continue to be an expression of the American belief in
local control of schools (Kirst, 1994; Shanker, 1989).

Bolman and Deal (1992) stated, "School boards are a curiously American way of

ensuring local communities have some say in the governance of public schools" (p. 30).
According to Kerr (1964), school board members are elected to represent the best

interests of children. However, school boards often are faulted for representing special

interest groups as opposed to broad community interests (Bryant, 1992). The Twentieth
Century Task Force (1992) contended that lay boards are increasingly ineffective which
results in a great deal of conflict in school governance.

Everett and Sloan (1984) suggested that the need for the continuing existence of
school boards is being questioned. Moreover, Everett and Sloan (1984) also believed that

the key to the continuance of school boards is their ability to be effective leaders. They
also believed the needed improvements are within the capabilities of the individual board

members working together. Wagner (1992) concurred with the opinions of Everett and
Sloan (1984) that school boards have served America well in creating a literate,

innovative society that has changed the world. However, local school boards have failed

to adapt to the changes in education and for this reason they must be reformed

I
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(Danzberger, 1994; Kirst, 1994; Shanker, 1989; Shannon, 1994; Usdan, 1994; Wagner,

1992).

Usdan (1994) maintained that the tradition of separatism of governance has
prevailed and remained largely unchallenged until recently and "that school board

leadership will be vital in any efforts to develop alternative governance structures" (p. 3).
The research community portrays governance as dysfunctional largely because there is a

lack of agreement concerning roles. School board members tend to be inexpert about
education, and professional educators need to play a greater role in decision making about

education (Bryant, 1992).

Roles of School Boards
Ensuring that school boards are effective in their roles benefits the entire

community (Kirst, 1994). Danzberger, Kirst, and Usdan (1992) suggested that the

American school boards combine the legislative, executive, and judicial functions of
government. This role is too expansive and often leads boards to try to do everything by

not doing much of anything in depth (Danzberger, 1994). According to Danzberger

(1994), members are frustrated by their inability to shift the focus of the board’s work

from immersion in problems and crises to leadership for education.
McCloud and McKenzie (1994) contended that the biggest problem in school
governance is that school boards get involved in the routine operations of the school

system. Involvement at this level by school boards is often described as
micromanagement (McCloud & McKenzie, 1994). Ample evidence exists to substantiate

that board members are often guilty of micromanaging as well as pursuing hidden
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agendas, focusing on single issues, being unwilling to take risks, being corrupt, using

board service as stepping stones to get higher office, and using board service for useless

activities (Bryant, 1992; McAdams, 1995; Wilson, 1994). While it is impossible to
separate policy and administration, the changes proposed by the Institute for Educational
Leadership (IEL) study (Danzberger, Kirst, & Usdan, 1992) and the Twentieth Century

Fund Task Force (1992) would precisely define limits and appropriate focus for the future

of local school boards (Danzberger, 1994; Harrington-Leuker, 1993).
The Twentieth Century Fund Task Force on School Governance (1992)

proclaimed that modern school boards are the major component of local school
governance across the United States. In response to state legislation, they have
progressively expanded their management role (Danzberger, 1994). Moreover,
MacDougall (1988) observed that local school boards bear the burden of goal setting.

policy making, hiring, firing, construction, curriculum, and budget allocations.

The California School Boards Association (1985) listed nine general
responsibilities of a school board. According to their principles, school boards should:

(a) act as the legislative, policy making body of the school district;
(b) appoint the superintendent as the chief executive officer of the board;
(c) invest the superintendent with those powers and duties it may legally

delegate in accordance with the education code and board policy;

(d) require professional leadership from the superintendent; (e) consider
recommendations from the superintendent and suggestions from the staff

and community members on policy; (f) review administrative procedures,
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rules and regulations which implement adopted policies prior to their

being put into effect; (g) give direction to the superintendent in handling

issues which may need clarification beyond policy statement and define

for the superintendent the intent of the board; (h) develop philosophy,
goals and objectives with input from community, students, and staff and
periodically review them; and (i) appoint advisory committees as needed.
(pp. 8-9)
The Twentieth Century Fund Task Force on School Governance (1992) concurred

with the California School Boards Association (1985) that school boards must become

policy boards instead of collective management committees. School boards need more
policy making latitude. Boards should be responsible for setting board policy guidelines.
establishing oversight procedures, defining standards of accountability, and ensuring

adequate planning for future needs (Twentieth Century Fund. 1992).
The intention of the Twentieth Century Fund Task Force (1992) was to transform

local school boards into true education policy boards which are able to focus on
development, implementation, and oversight of policies to improve the academic

achievement of all students (Wagner, 1992). These educational reforms will increase the

ability of school boards to focus on policy issues by relieving or precluding their
involvement in detailed management and budget decisions (Danzberger, 1994). The
limited approach that states have taken to reform school boards has ignored the need to

redefine the expectations of school boards and to redefine their role and responsibilities
(Danzberger, 1994).
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Patterson (1993) advocated the main function of the local school board to be
policy making and setting the vision of education in the community. The board as a

policy maker should establish a shared vision of education in the community by allowing
administrators, teachers, and parents to become involved with the local boards in

determining policy that will support the educational program (Patterson, 1993). State

governments would review and eventually repeal all the laws and regulations governing

school boards to ensure that boards have such policy making authority (HarringtonLeuker, 1993).

Increasing the level of awareness about the board’s role is important for board
members, reformers, and the public (Kirst, 1994). School boards are an American

institution and provide local representation in a system that is of great importance to
Americans, the one that educates our children and prepares them to be productive citizens

(Campbell & Greene, 1994). Competent boards need to become and remain informed
about continuing, emerging, and future issues (MacDougall, 1988).

Decision Making

Along with remaining informed, sound decision making is essential, but, because
of increasing complexities, expectations, and problems of today's society, both are
increasingly difficult to accomplish (Everett & Sloan, 1984). Everett and Sloan (1984)
also suggested that boards of education need training to function as effective decision

makers. Implementation of effective decision making, however, must encompass the
entire organizational structure of a school district (Berry, 1993).
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Lyman (1992) observed that the culture of the school board itself, and the way it
has operated historically, affects the decision making processes. School board members

have often tended to act impulsively and have accepted the first alternative presented.
This has frequently meant that board members did everything possible to preserve group

harmony and to support uncritically whatever consensus seemed to be emerging (Lyman,

1992). Furthermore, Lyman (1992) noted board members have often pushed for an
option that satisfied some personal need or agenda. Congruently, Danzberger (1994)

concurred that there is general agreement among critics of school boards that decisions

made by these boards tend to be in response to issues of the day in changing
communities, or status quo in stable communities. However, school boards would be

wise to agree on a set of beliefs about how decisions are made and how board operations
can foster desired changes (Keane, 1994). Keane (1994) asserted that decisions are best
made through a search for a solution that at least partly satisfies everyone. This can be

accomplished through consensus building which is a preferred strategy for making

decisions (Keane, 1994). A study conducted by Piper (1974) suggested that decisions
made by group consensus were more acceptable than decisions made by the same
individuals acting alone. However, Boehlje (1995) stated those persons involved in

decision making need training establishing the limits of their authority, the skills involved
in developing a consensus, and the kinds of issues with which they will be dealing.
Wirt (1991), a noted observer of educational governance, wrote: "The current
drive for restructuring educational decision making may be designed to improve

schooling, but it is also a political reform designed to shift the focus of authority over the

I
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allocation of this service" (p. 3). Most of the experimental shifts in governance structure
involve a reduction in the decision making scope of local lay boards of education (Bryant,
1992). A combination of shifting school finance to the state level, of site-based
management, and of shared decision making all contribute to these governance shifts

(Bryant, 1992; Zlotkin, 1993). Danzberger, Kirst, and Usdan (1992) asserted that there is

room for school boards to capitalize on these governance shifts to expand their own
influence and directorship if they undertake aggressive policy making and leadership for
educational reform with the communities.

School Board Training

In order to enhance effective decision making, many states in recent years have

passed legislation mandating that school board members become better trained for their

positions with the hope that group decision making skills might improve (Danzberger et
al., 1992). One approach to improving decision making skills of school boards is to assist
members in acquiring a wider and more reflective knowledge about education (Bryant,

1988). Bryant (1988) reported that school board members can achieve an analytical
knowledge about education through school board training. Hall (1993) emphasized that if

school boards are to establish a climate conducive to student success, they must master
the basic skills of governance. These basic skills are: (a) understanding the role of the

board, (b) boardsmanship, (c) policy development, and (d) working with the management

team. Most state school boards associations also provide training in the areas of school
finance, school law, curriculum, board-superintendent relations, conducting effective

meetings, technology, and communications (Hange & Leary, 1995; Hall, 1993; Hayden,

I
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1992; Kask & Cunningham, 1990; MacDougall, 1988; Tallerico, 1993). Tallerico (1993)
suggested that most school board members, when asked about training needs, believe that

continuous inservice is needed, there exist serious voids in the training of new and
veteran members, delivery modes emphasizing discussion are most useful, more inservice
opportunities need to be developed at the local level, and training activities should be
designed in collaboration with local school board members. The need for orientation and

inservice training for school board members in every school system, whether or not it is

mandated by state law, is evident in the literature (Everett & Sloan, 1984; Hayden, 1992;
MacDougall, 1988; Tallerico, 1993). Concurrently, the research also indicates only wellinformed board members can provide the direction necessary for successful school

districts (Hall, 1993; Hayden, 1992; MacDougall, 1988). The difficulty with this

paradigm is, however, that empirical research which can be used to determine the
direction toward more successful schools is sparse (Hange & Leary, 1991).
Evaluation and Training. Current literature relative to school boards and their

operation indicates a lack of empirical data about how school boards operate specifically
with regard to the types and frequencies of their decisions (Hange & Leary, 1991). Much

of the literature contains advice from board members and school superintendents as to

how boards should organize their activities, what they should do, how they can plan and

assume their leadership role, and how boards and school administrators coexist (Hange &

Leary, 1991).
Most studies have provided advice to board members concerning selecting a

board president (Heller & Katz, 1985), preparing for meetings (Berkowitz, 1988;
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Herman, 1990; Pressley, 1988) and conducting meetings (Gross, 1986; Herman, 1990;

McAdams, 1995; Rogers, 1989; Zakariya, 1985). Included in the literature are guidelines
for being an effective school board member (Billings, 1989; Ficklen, 1985; McCormick,

1985; Thomas, 1985; Wellborn, 1986), how and why school boards should assume
leadership roles in their communities (Bippus, 1985; Carver, 1991; Lewis, 1989; Pratt,

1989; Seaton, Underwood, & Fortune, 1992), and board and superintendent relationships
(Berkowitz, 1988; Bisso, 1988; Freund, 1988; Griffith, 1990). None of these previous

studies, however, are data based (Hange & Leary, 1991). The advice offered has been
based solely on experiences of the authors as board members or school administrators

(Hange & Leary, 1991).

A critical segment of the literature deals with the need for school boards to plan
(Essex & Bishop, 1986) and to refine their own abilities (Boone, 1991). This need for

planning and refinement was recognized in West Virginia when a special report to the
governor by the Governor's Committee on Education (1990) supported reconstruction of

schools and suggested that school board members, in addition to other administrative
staff, become trained in school restructuring and develop a repository of knowledge of

best practices. The report led to Senate Bill I, the restructuring bill (1990), which
required school board members to possess at least a high school diploma or General

Educational Development (GED) diploma and annually receive seven clock hours of
training (School Laws of West Virginia, 18-5-la, 1995, p. 58).

A parallel study, House Concurrent Resolution 30 (1990), called upon the West
Virginia Legislature's Oversight Commission on Education Accountability (LOCEA) to

12
do a comprehensive study of ways to improve governance effectiveness of the state’s
county boards of education (Carver, 1991). The West Virginia School Boards

Association (WVSBA) requested that researchers Hange and Leary (1991, 1996) examine
decision types reported in minutes of school board meetings in 1990 and again in 1995.

The researchers used a qualitative research design consisting of emergent category
analysis of the minutes of local school board meetings of all fifty-five West Virginia

counties to identify commonalities in decision types made and actions taken. Emergent
category analysis assumes no groupings prior to the study of the minutes. Decisions are

labeled as they appear and categories are developed based on logical association. (Borg &

Gall, 1983) The time frame for the first study spanned from July 1985 to July 1990. The
second study was done with minutes from meetings during the August 1990 through
August 1995 period. The first study identified ten decision types commonly made by
school boards. The decision types included: (a) finance, (b) personnel, (c) permission, (d)

presentations to the board, (e) students, (f) executive sessions, (g) awards and

recognitions, (h) policy development and oversight, (i) textbooks and curriculum, and (j)
legal issues (Hange & Leary, 1991). The 1996 study found these same types plus an

additional category the researchers called interagency agreements.
Accessibility of Information
Information for studies like that of Hange and Leary (1991, 1996) is available
because of the opening meeting laws of the 1960s. These laws are commonly known as

sunshine laws. Before their passage many school board meetings were conducted in
secret (National School Boards Association, 1982). The basic requirement of open

r
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meeting laws is that legislative bodies conduct meetings in public (National School
Boards Association, 1982). Executive or closed sessions are exempt from open meeting

laws (Tallerico, 1993). All executive sessions must involve selection of school sites,

acquisition or disposal of real estate, personnel matters, student disciplinary actions,
strategy for litigation or collective bargaining negotiations (National School Boards

Association, 1982). In executive sessions, board members can deliberate but not take a
vote (National School Boards Association, 1982).
Today school boards have been questioned and held accountable for everything

from classroom courses to the overall cost of education as more and more citizens have
been observing how decisions are being reached (National School Boards Association,

1982; Rogers, 1992). While the opening of the board room to public scrutiny has been
the intent of the sunshine laws (Pressley, 1988), some school boards go beyond these

sunshine law requirements and record meetings on audiotapes or videotapes (Tallerico,
1993; Zakariya, 1985).

The Hange and Leary Study
After the Hange and Leary (1991) study was conducted, the West Virginia School

Boards Association provided a variety of training for school board members. O'Cull
(1995), the executive director of the West Virginia School Boards Association, noted that
the training provided concerns such topics as: (a) school law, (b) finance, (c) personnel,
(d) policy, (e) leadership, (f) goal setting and planning, and (g) curriculum and

instruction. A major emphasis has been placed upon communication and networking
skills. O'Cull (1995) further indicated the topics need to be expanded to include
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categories based upon feedback from the first Hange and Leary study (1991) and the
school board members' perceptions of training needs also conducted by Hange and Leary

(1995). In a followup interview, O'Cull (1996) stated that West Virginia board members
criticized the findings of the Hange and Leary (1991) study. This previous study did not

address the issue of the amount of time spent on the different categories of decision types,
nor did the Hange and Leary (1996) study. No evidence exists to support the notion that
audiotapes or videotapes of school boards' meetings have been used to answer research

questions.
Based upon the findings of the previous studies and the resulting training
programs, the suggestion has been made that further consideration of school board

decision making be undertaken. The present study proposes to expand the Hange and
Leary minute studies of 1991 and 1996 by using analysis of available audio and/or video

tapes to verify the types and frequencies of decisions identified. The paucity of data

related to decision making by school boards led to this study.
Significance of the Study
The results of the study will be beneficial to a number of individuals in their roles.

Board members and prospective school board members need to bring a critical

intelligence to their roles if they can be expected to appreciate the complexity of
educational decisions (Bryant, 1987). Since the study will examine information on the

types and frequencies of decisions made by school board members, this information
could be used to examine individual and group decisions with local school boards so

more effective decision making could occur. By having this understanding, board
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members could create conditions which could allow boards to work more effectively
within the decision making process to better serve its children and its taxpayers.

Persons involved in school board training will be able to use this study in
developing training programs which are designed to give board members needed

information and skills, such as effective school decision making. These training
programs were suggested by Hange and Leary (1995) for West Virginia school board

members. The data from the study relative to types and frequencies of decisions made by
West Virginia school boards will allow training to be more effectively directed at the

actual tasks school board members must perform.

The study will provide superintendents with knowledge of school boards’ types
and frequencies of decisions made in meetings. Superintendents could use this
information to assist school board members in working through the decision making

process concerning issues which will help board members make decisions which better

reflect the mission, vision, goals, and policies of the district. Grady and Bryant (1989)

contended that superintendent turnover is a typical occurrence precipitated by role
ambiguity of boards and superintendents related to the governance of schools. School

boards and superintendents are faced with understanding each other's roles and reaching
an agreement on ways to work together harmoniously and effectively (Grady & Bryant,
1989).
Based on the findings of the study, educational administrators will have a better

understanding of school board governance and decision making which will help
administrators to influence decisions to acquire resources necessary for school
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improvements. According to Leary and Dean (1985), ”A basic problem with school
administrators is their formal training at no point addresses the issues of how boards

of education actually make decisions to allocate resources so that a board’s decision to do
so takes a variety of logistical forms” (p. 45). The study's findings will also have

implications for colleges and universities which prepare administrators, state and local
professional associations, and state departments of education.

Statement of the Problem and Research Questions
1.

What is the relationship, if any, between the types and decisions identified

by the Hange and Leary study (1996) and the duration of time spent on

these decisions?

Definition of Terms
For the purpose of this study, the following operational definitions will be used:

1.

Types of decisions are defined as those emergent decision categories

which were revealed after examination of written meeting minutes of

school board meetings by Hange and Leary (1996).
2.

Duration will be defined as the number of minutes, as measured by the

rater using a stopwatch, expended by school boards on each decision.

17
Limitations of the Study

1.

The study is based only on examination of recorded and audiotaped or

videotaped minutes targeting decisions and does not account for

discussions by board members outside the parameters of formal meetings.
2.

The investigation will be limited to the raters' interpretation of recorded

minutes and audiotapes or videotapes using the same criteria established

for the Hange and Leary (1991) study. Errors of interpretation by the
raters are possible.

3.

Executive session discussions will not appear on audiotapes or videotapes

as executive sessions are exempt from public viewing. Therefore.

dialogue taken of board members in executive sessions will not be
available for rating, however, the amount of time devoted to executive
sessions will be tallied.
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Chapter 2
Review of the Literature

While there are not a significant number of studies examining the effectiveness of
individual school board decision making, the literature is replete with studies relating to

the general area of school governance. Topics found in the literature include the history
of school governance, roles of school boards, school board decision making, school board

training, and the accessibility of school board information.
History of Governance

In tracing the history of school governance, Bauman (1996) found that
governance is the product of six formative periods in American education. The

governance system which developed in the colonial period (1600-1776) moved control of

education from private religious interests to town councils and lay boards representing
community concerns (Bauman, 1996). Consequently, the United States Constitution did

not establish a national educational system (Bauman, 1996).
In the 1800s, the federalist system empowered states to establish schools through

the Tenth Amendment (Bauman, 1996). However, the federal government did not

provide direction or financial support for local schools (Bauman, 1996). Common

schooling was promoted to establish a common culture and ideology. School boards and
districts emerged to assume the educational responsibilities of city governments and town

councils (Bauman, 1996; Danzberger, 1994; Reeves, 1969).

After the Civil War, industrialization and population growth precipitated the
reorganization and redefinition of American education (Bauman, 1996). In the late

I
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nineteenth century, city school boards, controlled by the political work system, were
inefficient and corrupt (Cuban, 1990). Often the poorer wards paid higher school taxes

than the wealthier ones. Thus, these less fortunate wards could afford only the poorest
kinds of schools (Reeves, 1969). Board members often doled out teaching jobs to
constituents (Cuban, 1990). Due to the unfairness of the ward plan, reform movements

were started to consolidate city wards into city-wide school districts. Danzberger (1994)
explained that this political corruption led to a major movement to reform school

governance. A central board representing each district with a professional chief
executive, the superintendent, emerged from these reforms (Bauman, 1996; Danzberger,

1994; Usdan, 1994). Kirst (1994) noted that the last major change in the roles and
operations of schools took place between 1900 and 1920.

When the United States Supreme Court's 1954 ruling known as Brown vs. the
Board of Education determined that the "separate but equal" doctrine violated the
Fourteenth Amendment, educational reform moved to the courts (Bauman, 1996). The

1960s marked a turning point in education (Bauman, 1996). Civil right activists called

for schools and educators to be more responsive to their communities by proposing
community control and administrative decentralization (Bauman, 1996; Cuban, 1990).

However, by the mid 1970s, the interest in decentralization had spent itself (Cuban,
1990). Legal challenges and political conflicts over state and local school finance

formulas brought about changes in educational governance (Bauman, 1996). In the
1980s, centralizing authority gained support from state policy makers pursuing school
improvement through state legislation (Cuban, 1990). States were in the leadership role
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(Bauman, 1996). Within a few years, however, it became evident that state
bureaucracies were incapable of improving local schools (Cuban, 1990). New reforms to
decentralize decision making were proposed. These reforms were influenced initially by

research literature on the individual school as a change unit. Later influences came from
corporate executives who pointed to their organizations which were making decisions at

the site where services were delivered and products were made (Kearns, 1988; Purkey &
Smith, 1983). Site-based management, school-site councils, and restructured schools

were introduced by policy makers (Cuban, 1990). In the 1990s, fundamental governance

structures are being challenged including the utility of school boards and the design of
local district system of schools (Bauman, 1996; Danzberger, 1994; Twentieth Century

Fund Report, 1992).
The Report of The Twentieth Century Task Force on School Governance (1992)
observed that the American government traditionally has utilized uniquely decentralized
structures, the school boards, to oversee the vast system of elementary and secondary

schools. More than 15,000 school boards have been responsible for making the decisions

that affect the education of millions of students (Fisher & Shannon, 1992; Wagner, 1992).

School boards tend to function with a great deal of autonomy even though they operate
within a detailed web of state law and regulation (Danzberger, 1994). The vast majority

of school board members are popularly elected (Shannon, 1994). Relative voter turnout
for these elections may be small, but elected boards still continue to be an expression of
the American belief in local control of schools (Kirst, 1994).
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Salisbury (1967) reported that for decades the unitary myth of school district
politics has shaped the school governance design. This myth portrays the community as

an organic whole with the single public interest of educating children (Salisbury, 1967).

This unitary entity is part of the notion that centralization is desirable and that schools
should not be influenced by the pressures of politics (Kirst, 1994). Belief in unitary

entity has sustained school governance patterns in most communities. Salisbury (1967)

noted the educational governance pattern is one of a school board directed by a
superintendent who supervises the actions of educators within a hierarchial framework.
But communities are not organic wholes in the 1990s (Bryant, 1992). Bryant (1992) and
Kerr (1964) observed that because lay boards are increasingly seen as ineffective and

representing special interest groups as opposed to broad community interests, there is a

great deal of conflict in school governance. The authors of the Twentieth Century Fund

Report (1992) concurred with Bryant (1992), Kerr (1964), and Kirst (1994) that the
usefulness of the traditional governance structure is in doubt.

Danzberger (1994) stated that the governance system for public schools is
complex incorporating multiple players and decision makers including federal and state

courts, the United States Congress, state governors and legislatures. Bimber (1994)
asserted that current evidence still indicates that the true locus of authority and power
remains with school boards, office staffs, and state authorities. Everett and Sloan (1984),

however, believed the key to the continuance of school boards is their ability to be

effective leaders and that needed improvements are within the capabilities and actions of
individual board members working together. Wagner (1992) found that school boards

1
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have served the public well in creating a literate, innovative society that has changed the
world. However, school boards have failed to adapt to the changes in education and for
this reason they must be reformed (Danzberger, 1994; Kirst, 1994; Usdan, 1994; Wagner,
1992). The governance structure which was designed to help form and expand the public
education system may no longer be appropriate for the system which is emerging at the

end of the twentieth century (Bryant, 1992).

Roles of School Boards
Kask (1990) observed that the literature concerning the roles and responsibilities
of school boards is extensive, but consistent. Nystrand and Cunningham (1973) stated

board members are typically categorized as local officials. They are elected or appointed
by local elections and concentrate on local issues, yet they are agents of the states. They

serve at the will and pleasure of state governments. The striking increase in states’
visibility in the leadership of education creates further confusion about the roles and
responsibilities of school boards (Institute for Educational Leadership (IEL), 1986).

There are many ways to categorize the purposes and functions of school boards.
Nystrand and Cunningham (1973), indicated that the functions of school boards include:

(a) policy making, the traditional function of the board; (b) mediation,
growing demands from several groups have placed the board in the
position of mediator; (c) leadership, board members are expected to

defend and promote the interest of the public in education; (d)
legitimation, the board supports many of the decisions and actions

proposed by professional educators and acts as a buffer between the public

V

23
and educators; (e) ceremonial, public appearances and duties are important since

many board members often use these functions for financial and personal
advances, (pp. 12-17)
In the literature pertaining to responsibilities of school boards, Heller and Katz

(1985) reported that the number one responsibility was selecting the superintendent.
However, the selection of the board president, the second most important decision, often

was not treated with the same care and seriousness given the selection of a new
superintendent. Heller and Katz (1985) observed that the process of choosing a board
president must not be political, and the person must represent the best interest of the
board, public, and the children. Ficklen (1985) and Gross (1986) contended

that a board president shaped the public perception of the school board and provided

leadership to group of individuals with different expectations and agendas. One of the
duties of a board president was the preparation of a well-organized agenda for an
effective board meeting (Berkowitz, 1988; Herman, 1990; Pressley, 1988). A non
organized agenda provided the framework for the construction of a successful meeting
(Pressley, 1988). Successful board meetings led to successful daily operations which

benefited students, employees, and the community (Herman, 1990). Zakariya (1985)
suggested that advance information and preparation made for well-orchestrated board
meetings. Well organized school board meetings sent an important message to the

community that the district was competently governed (McAdam, 1995; Rogers, 1989).
The literature contained abundant observations as to how and why school boards
should assume leadership roles in their communities (Bippus, 1985; Castallo, Greco, &
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McGowan, 1992; Lewis, 1989; Pratt, 1989; Seaton, Underwood, & Fortune, 1992).

Lewis (1989) and Seaton, et al. (1992) noted that much of the leadership role of the
school board was best provided by the board president. The board's success in its

leadership depended on the ability of a politically astute board president to set the tone
and direction of the board (Lewis, 1989). Pratt (1989) further indicated that an effective

school board made policy, established priorities, welcomed staff participation and
support, and monitored the school system's program.

A significant section of the literature dealt with the board and superintendent

relationships (Griffith, 1990; Katz, 1993, Leary & Kean, 1995; McCloud & McKenzie,
1994; Shannon, 1989; Trotter & Downey, 1989). Leary and Kean (1995) suggested if
board members better understood the functions and role of superintendent they would be
less inclined to change leadership so often. Griffith (1990), Katz (1993), Trotter and

Downey (1989) found boards and superintendents were more likely to experience
problems over emotional or ego conflicts, leadership style of boards and superintendents
and misunderstandings than over policy and procedure. Shannon (1989) further

explained that disagreements between the school boards and superintendent were natural
because of different backgrounds and roles of the people involved. The superintendent
had spent a good part of his/her professional lifetime immersed in school issues. Not so
with board members, who were selected by their communities to govern schools without

regard to their expertise in education.

McCloud and McKenzie (1994) investigated the problem of role ambiguity in the

board and superintendent relationship. Superintendents pointed out that boards did not
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know or practice their proper roles. School board members offered a countervailing
perspective on superintendent and board relationships and school governance (McCloud

& McKenzie, 1994). Many members confirmed that superintendents too often attempted
to exert too much control and thought their decisions should not be questioned or

challenged by board members (McCloud & McKenzie, 1994). A report by the

Council of Urban Boards of Education and the National School Boards Association
(1992) demonstrated that superintendents and board members were aware of their mutual
problems. In that report, board members and superintendents agreed that trust, open
communication, and understanding of role differences were the three facts most important

to effective board and superintendent relationships.
Another segment dealt with the need for school boards to plan and to develop

their own skills since school boards are responsible for maintaining the school system's

integrity and general well-being (Essex & Bishop, 1986). In planning for a quality
educational environment, the development of sound policies is essential. Essex and
Bishop (1986) outlined ten principles for developing board policy. They are:
(a) explain why boards revise policy; (b) seek competent, legal advice on

policies; (c) categorize policies according to subject-related codification

system; (d) establish policy advisory committees; (e) give superintendent
authority in monitoring the policy process; (f) give people affected by a
proposed policy the opportunity to review and respond to it; (g) require the

superintendent to report on the work of each policy committee during
regular board meetings; (h) adopt policies promptly; and (i) establish a
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schedule for interpreting and communicating policies. Boards need to take
special care in developing, reviewing, and revising school policies, (pp. 29-30)
The National Association of School Boards (1982) identified ten categories of

responsibilities of school boards. The categories were:
(a) policy making; (b) employing and evaluating superintendents of

schools; (c) educational program planning, goal setting, and appraisal; (d)

district financial/budget planning; (e) personnel employment and
evaluation policy; (f) setting general program and instructional goals; (g)
maintaining adequate physical facilities; (h) developing appropriate

student policies; (i) maintaining positive public relations; and (j)
investigating and interpreting issues related to implementation of board

policies, (pp. 6-8)

The California School Boards Association (1985) listed nine general
responsibilities of a school board. According to their principles, school boards should:
(a) act as the legislative, policy making body of the school district; (b)

appoint the superintendent as the chief executive officer of the board; (c)

invest the superintendent with those powers and duties it may legally
delegate in accordance with the education code ad board policy; (d)

require professional leadership from the superintendent; (e) consider

recommendations from the superintendent and suggestions from the staff
and community members on policy; (f) review administrative procedures,
rules and regulations which implement adopted policies prior to their
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being put into effect; (g) give direction to the superintendent in handling

issues which may need clarification beyond policy statement and define for the
superintendent the intent of the board; (h) develop philosophy, goals and
objectives with input from community, students, and staff and periodically review

them; (i) appoint advisory committees as needed, (pp. 8-9)
Because of the growing confusion and controversy surrounding the role of the

school boards, the National School Boards Association in 1992 formed a task force to
develop a concise definition of the responsibilities involved in the governance of school
boards (Campbell & Greene, 1994). The definition is based on the premise that certain
core decision making functions are so fundamental to a school system's accountability to

the public that they can only be performed by an elected governing body. They are:
(a) the establishment of a long-term vision for the school system; (b) the

establishment and maintenance of the basic organizational structure for a
school system, including employment of a superintendent, adoption of an

annual budget, adoption of governance policies, and creation of a climate

that promotes excellence; (c) the establishment of system and processes to
ensure accountability to the community, including fiscal accountability,
accountability for programs and student outcomes, staff accountability,

and collective bargaining; and (d) advocacy on behalf of children and public
educators at the community, state, and national levels. (Campbell & Greene,

1994, p. 392)
The Twentieth Century Fund Task Force on School Governance (1992) and the
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Institute for Educational Leadership (IEL) study (Danzberger, Kirst, & Usdan, 1992

concurred with National School Boards Association and the California School Boards
Association that school boards must become policy boards. The Twentieth Century Fund

Task Force and the IEL study (Danzberger et al., 1992) would define limits and
appropriate focus for the future of local school boards as policy making bodies which
would set policy guidelines, establish oversight procedures for the school district, and

define standards of accountability for the schools (Danzberger, 1994; Harrington-Leuker,
1993). According to Danzberger (1994), policy boards would retain overall

responsibility for the budget and collective bargaining, but they would not become

involved in day-to-day operations of the school district. State governments would review
and repeal all laws and regulations governing school boards to ensure that boards have
policy making authority (Danzberger, 1994; Harrington-Leuker, 1993). Patterson (1993)

observed that in its policy making functions the local school board establishes the vision

of education in the community by allowing administrators, teachers, and parents to

become involved with the local board in determining the kind of educational program the
community will provide. However, local school boards must develop skills in procedures
and processes necessary to involve the professional staff and community in developing

goals and objectives for school improvement (IEL, 1986; Patterson, 1993). According to
Campbell and Greene (1994), board members need clear role definitions to understand

the complexities of their job and to keep abreast of critical education issues and recent

developments. By reexamining and recommitting themselves to multiple roles, school
boards can regain the confidence of constituents allowing a distinctly American tradition,
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the school board, to continue to thrive. (Bolman & Deal, 1992; Danzberger, 1994)
Decision Making

One of the most effective ways for school board members to regain the confidence

of their constituents is by making sound decisions. Everett and Sloan (1984) also
asserted that sound decision making has become increasingly difficult because of the

complex expectations and problems of today's society. Kask (1990) observed the impact

of decisions made by members of boards of education is far reaching, which emphasizes

the need for knowledgeable and responsible decision making skills. Decision making
consumes members' time, attention, and energy (Cunningham, Hack, & Nystrand, 1977)

since school boards seldom have decisionless agendas (Campbell, Cunningham, &
McPhee, 1965). Moreover, in order to be effective policy makers, board members need

intensive orientation and training in the decision making process (Everett & Sloan, 1984).
Cunningham (1962) divided decisions into three types: policy, administrative,

and housekeeping. A decision that guides future decisions or is one to which board
members refer in subsequent actions and deliberations is a policy. A decision which

reflects compliance with a law or board policy or is subsidiary to another decision is an
administrative decision. A decision to approve minutes of the previous meeting or a vote

to accept a committee report is described as a housekeeping decision (Cunningham,
1962). Irrespective of the kind of decision, the need for a decision must be recognized by
the board, and the process of making a decision started (Campbell et al., 1965).

Newman and Brown (1992) conducted a survey to determine perceptions of board

members from 208 districts in six states regarding the amount of conflict in board
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decision making, the presence of voting blocks on the board, and five other attributes of
decision making including the involvement of community, the board’s search for
solutions through discussion, the influence of an individual board member, the use of

majority voting for decision making, and the use of the superintendent’s input. Three
common patterns of decision making based upon group conflict and ability to reach
consensus were identified. These patterns were bipolar, unipolar, and open. The study

concluded that most boards were unipolar, operating without opposing blocks with
frequent unanimous decisions (Newman & Brown, 1992).

Bryant (1992) favored a rational model of decision making. The rational model of

the hierarchial organizational role of the board and its chief executive has dominated

educational administration and has been part of the training of superintendents for many
years (Cunningham, Hack, & Nystrand, 1977). The steps to achieve rational decisions

include:

1. Clarify objectives, goals, or values
2. Ascertain all possible means of achieving the objectives.

Examine all the consequences of employing each of the

alternative means.
4. Select the means whose consequences best match

goals, objectives, or values. (Lindblom, 1971, p. 4)

Inherent in most approaches are the following decision making steps developed
by National School Boards Association (1982): “(a) define the problem; (b) gather

information; (c) get the superintendent's recommendation and consider alternatives; (d)
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get a second opinion; (e) forecast consequences; (f) check proposed decisions against
values and goals; and (g) decide, determine, settle, resolve the issue” (pp. 80-81).

School boards utilize several means of preparing to make decisions (Nystrand &
Cunningham, 1973). Board members who advocate special interests often rely on

spokesmen for those interests for information and assistance (Nystrand & Cunningham,
1973). Some board members who view their role as being representatives develop a

range of contact persons to consult about school matters. Other members rely on their

particular circle of friends. In addition, board members read about education as
background for their deliberation on an issue (Nystrand & Cunningham, 1973).
School boards also employ more formal methods for preparing to make decisions

(Nystrand & Cunningham, 1973). Nystrand and Cunningham (1973) listed three

commonly used techniques. One is to employ a standing committee of the board to

which assigned board members consider special topics and become experts in compiling
data. A second technique is to form citizens' advisory committees. A third means is to
hold executive sessions prior to formal meetings of the board (National School Boards

Association, 1982; Nystrand & Cunningham, 1973). Nystrand and Cunningham (1973)

also noted some states have laws which prohibit such sessions except in certain specified

situations on the theory that public business should be conducted publicly. The most
consistent theme in research indicated boards rely heavily on the superintendent for

guidance in decision making (Grady & Bryant, 1989; Hentges, 1986; Lyman, 1992;

National School Boards Association, 1982; Nystrand & Cunningham, 1973).
Lyman (1991) offered in a case study four predictions about a board's decision
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making process. The predictions were:
(a) that a board's decisions will be influenced by the interactions of several

factors, including political, economic, and legal considerations; (b) that
access to appropriate information will be an issue; (c) that the board
member-superintendent relationship will have significant influence on the
board's decision; and (d) that board members will base decisions on

personal values, including friendship and belief about what is right, (p.32)
According to Leary and Dean (1985) very few decisions made by board

members either informally or through an official vote of the entire board originate from

the actual participants in the decision making process. Board members, as public
servants, are charged with the duty to represent not their own will but that of their

constituencies.
Keane (1994) asserted that school boards would be wise to agree on a set of
beliefs about how decisions are made and how board operations can foster change.
These decisions are best made through a search for a solution that at least partly satisfies

everyone involved, and this can be accomplished through consensus building (Keane,

1994). Piper (1974) and Boehlje (1995) suggested that decisions made by group

consensus are more acceptable than decisions made by the same individuals acting alone.
However, those involved in group consensus building need training in the limits of their

authority, the skills in developing consensus, and the kinds of issues with which they will
be dealing.
The National School Boards Association (1982) suggested that there are five
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known contributors to poor decision making. These include: “(a) lack of time, (b)
inadequate information, (c) acting under pressure, (d) emotionalism, and (e) failure to

consider consequences. Awareness of these contributors may aid board members in
avoiding making poor decisions” (p. 82).

Wirt (1991) wrote: "The current drive for restructuring educational decision

making may be designed to improve schooling, but it is also a political reform designed

to shift the focus of authority over the allocation of this service" (p. 3). Most of the
experimental shifts in governance structure involve a reduction in the decision making
scope of local lay boards of education (Bryant, 1992; Kirst, 1994). A combination of

shifting school finance to the state level, of site-based management, and of shared
decision making all contribute to these governance shifts (Berry, 1993; Bryant, 1992;
Zlotkin, 1993).
Implementation of effective decision making must encompass the entire
organizational structure of a school district (Berry, 1993). Steck (1994), Devlin-Scherer

(1992), and Berry (1993) examined factors supporting educational changes in an urban

school district by studying local school board members through board meeting

observations, interviews with board members and others and analysis of central office
communications, state reports, and instructional audits. The case study approach of the
Steck (1994) study does much to describe the facilitating behaviors of the school board in

a district focused on change and school reform. However, the study had less to say about

commonplace decision making of school boards in regular sessions (Steck, 1994) In
another study of board decision making and actions encouraging school improvement,
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Devlin-Scherer (1992) reported that over a four year period only 18% of administrators’
tasks assigned from school board meetings were related to school improvement. This

study did not examine board minutes but the nature of administrators’ tasks after
meetings to determine the board’s influence on encouraging school improvement

(Devlin-Scherer, 1992). Devlin-Scherer (1992) found some school boards have
developed a historical culture of assigning trivial tasks to highly trained administrators.

This trend is often difficult to change. Berry (1993) proposed that school boards must

support systemwide collaboration, develop guidelines for decision making, and exercise
authority as a decision maker. The decision making of school boards must be based on

solid, neutral information and must display a substantive knowledge of educational issues

(IEL, 1986).
School Board Training
The decisions made by school board members impact the well being of students

and communities in the present and the future (Bryant, 1987, 1988). The complexity of
these decisions is changing providing evidence that the welfare of education is no simple

matter (Steere, 1973). School board members need to bring a critical intelligence to their
roles in order to understand and appreciate the complexity of underlying educational

decisions (Bryant, 1987; Steere, 1973). Furthermore, Bryant (1988) and Steere (1973)

emphasized that school board members can achieve an analytical knowledge about
education through school board training.

Danzberger, Kirst, and Usdan (1994) observed that many states in recent years

have passed legislation mandating that school board members become better trained for
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their position with the hope that group decision making skills will improve. Tallerico
(1991) found that the amount of training required varies from state to state, ranging from

a minimum of six hours in Arkansas to Kentucky's fifteen clock hours each year. Some

states direct the state education departments and school boards associations to work

together to develop and conduct the training. Other states have varied providers ranging
from the school boards association exclusively to any agency or organization whose

course outline conforms to the state board of education approved standards (Shannon,

1994; Tallerico. 1991). Tallerico (1991) also noted that specific contents of training were

left up to the approved providers. However, the general areas most commonly mentioned
were school finance, law and duties, and responsibilities of board members (Bond-

Brewer & Braverman, 1990; Hoelscher, 1993; Huston & Stuck, 1991; Kask &
Cunningham, 1990).

Tallerico (1993) ascertained in a survey questionnaire that the topics which most

frequently emerged were divided into two groups:

(a) specific content, such as knowledge about educational programs,
curricula, budget and finance, district operations, law, physical plant,

personnel, policies and procedures, collective bargaining, and current
issues; and (b) knowledge and skills related to process, such as consensus

building, effective communication, roles and responsibilities, and
resolving conflict (p. 33).
Researchers concluded that mandated school board training must be convenient,

relevant and linked to the unique needs of individual boards (Hayden, 1992; Hoelscher,
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1993; Patterson, 1993). Patterson (1993) asserted that, as policy makers, local school
boards need to master governance, roles and protocol, development of policy, and

working with management. Hoelscher (1993) reported that board members brought to
their positions a range of skills, abilities, and experiences. The board whose composition

frequently changes requires different training than that needed by an experienced, stable
board (Hayden, 1992). Hoelscher (1993) proposed a site-based model to identify,

promote, and evaluate training needs. Hoelscher (1993) described the model as a self
renewing process. The process began with a training needs assessment, followed by
training and evaluation, training needs assessment, then training and evaluation all over

again. The Select Seminar on Excellence in Education (1990) suggested that the overall
board training requirement be covered in the local school district's policy manual and the
board's self-assessment program, so that school board members decide what would be
best for their individual needs and district.

Most state school boards associations provide training in the areas of school
finance, school law, curriculum, board-superintendent relations, conducting effective
meetings, technology, and communications (Funk & Funk, 1992; Hange & Leary, 1995;

Hall, 1993; Hayden, 1992; Huston & Stuck, 1991; Kask & Cunningham, 1990;

MacDougall, 1988; Tallerico, 1993). Tallerico (1993) indicated that most school board
members believed that continuous training was needed, and there existed serious voids in

the training of new and veteran members. Tallerico (1993) also found that delivery

modes emphasizing discussion were most useful, inservice opportunities needed to be

developed at the local level, and training activities should be designed cooperatively with
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local school board members.
The literature supported the need for orientation and inservice training for school

board members in every school system, whether or not it was mandated by state law
(Everett & Sloan, 1984: Ficklen, 1985; Funk & Funk, 1992; Hange & Leary, 1991, 1996;

Huston & Stuck, 1991; Leary & Kean, 1995; MacDougall, 1988; Tallerico, 1991, 1993).
Only well-informed board members can provide the direction necessary for successful
school districts (Comstock, 1984; Hall, 1993; Hayden, 1992; MacDougall, 1988). In

response to the need for school board training and development, in 1990, the West
Virginia Legislature followed the lead of several other states and enacted a law requiring
all board of education members to be properly trained during their tenure on the board
(School Laws of West Virginia, 18-5-la, 1995, p. 58).

Evaluation and Training. Hange and Leary (1991) found in their search of the
literature a lack of empirical data about how school boards operate and the types and

frequencies of decisions. However, the literature was fraught with advice from school
superintendents and board members as to how boards organized their activities and how

boards and school administrators coexisted (Hange & Leary, 1991).
A large number of articles proposed guidelines for being an effective school board
member (Billings, 1989; Ficklen, 1985; McCormick, 1985; Murray, 1994; Thomas, 1985;

Wellborn, 1986). Ficklen (1985) supported state mandated inservice training for
improving leadership skills of school board members. Billings (1989) and McCormick
(1985) offered guidelines for dealing with controversy in the board room by having
policies in place that dealt with issues likely to result in public dispute. Wellborn (1986)
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and Murray (1994) believed that in order to play an effective role on the school board, a
member needed to be acquainted with the board's specific operating style.
Without periodically examining its own performance, a board's capability to

create a quality educational environment is compromised (Boone, 1991). Boone (1991)

asserted that evaluation allows a school board to make judgments about its performance
based on a set of predetermined understood objectives. The function of a school board
self-evaluation is to improve the performance of others within the school system by
improving the performance of the board itself (Boone, 1991). The school board itself

develops the goals and the criteria for self-evaluation, the evaluation instrument, and
carries through the self-evaluation cycle. Boone (1991) suggested the following criteria

for evaluating school board members: (a) the proper role of a board member, (b)
communication skills and sound decision making, (c) team building, (d) self

improvement, and (e) open and constructive relationships. There are also more
formalized methods of evaluating board meetings (Bippus. 1985). The evaluation of a

specific board meeting assists the board in improving its meeting management skills by

making them aware of such things as starting a meeting on time, adhering to an agenda.
and preparing for a meeting (Bippus, 1985; Boone, 1991). School board evaluation is
essential to effectively functioning school districts (Bippus, 1985; Boone, 1991). In

addition, Bippus (1985) and Castallo, Greco, and McGowan (1992) asserted that without

some form of regular evaluation, a board is likely to have a difficult time assuming a
leadership role and making rational decisions.
The need for planning and school board improvements was recognized in West

39
Virginia when a special report to the governor by the Governor's Committee on

Education (1990) supported the reconstruction of schools and suggested that school board
members become better trained in school restructuring and develop the necessary
leadership skills so that they were better able to communicate issues to the public. The

Governor's Committee on Education (1990) was comprised of 21 distinguished West

Virginians including educators, business and community leaders, labor leaders,
legislators, and private citizens. The committee addressed six issues concerning: (a)

early childhood development, (b) improving the quality of teaching, (c) learning and
technology, (d) helping at-risk students, (e) work force preparation, and (f) restructuring

and accountability. The strategies and recommendations contained in the report

constituted a blueprint which would allow West Virginia to meet its educational goals.
The Governor's Committee on Education (1990) summary led to Senate Bill I, the

restructuring bill (1990). Senate Bill I (1990) stated that school board members must
possess at least a high school diploma or General Educational Development (GED)
diploma and annually receive seven clock hours of training (School Laws of West

Virginia, 18-5-la, 1995, p. 58). The new provisions stated:

(a) that orientation was to be given between the date of election and the

beginning of the members' term of office, and members who were

appointed to the board had to complete the next such courses offered
following their appointment; (b) that the State Board of Education

establish and authorize the West Virginia School Boards Association/West

Virginia Department of Education School Board Member Training
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Standard Review Committee (1993) to screen programs of training prior

to their being proposed to the board for approval; (c) that the West
Virginia School Boards Association be granted status as an approved
training organization; (d) that the School District Report Cards, required
under West Virginia Code 18-2E-4 (School Laws of West Virginia. 1995,
p.86), report whether or not members received orientation, and it was the

responsibility of each member to receive the training; and (e) failure to

attend and complete an approved course of orientation and training relating
to boardsmanship and governance effectiveness without good cause

constituted neglect of duty. (School Laws of West Virginia. 1995, p. 58)
A parallel study, House Concurrent Resolution 30 (1990), called upon the West

Virginia Legislature's Oversight Commission on Education Accountability (LOCEA) to

do a comprehensive study of ways to improve governance effectiveness of the state's
county boards of education and county school board members (Carver, 1991).
Furthermore, the West Virginia School Boards Association (WVSBA) at the request of

the West Virginia Legislature's Oversight Commission on Accountability (LOCEA)
requested that researchers Hange and Leary (1990) examine the kinds of decisions and

nature of actions of local school boards in West Virginia between July 1985 and July

1990. The study identified ten decision types commonly made by school boards. The

decision types included: (a) finance, (b) personnel, (c) permission, (d) presentations to the
board, (e) students, (f) executive sessions, (g) awards and recognitions, (h) policy

development and oversight, (i) textooks and curriculum, and (j) legal issues (Hange &
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Leary, 1991). A follow-up study by Hange and Leary (1996) again confirmed the ten

decision types identified in the earlier study and added an eleventh type the researchers
named interagency agreements. It should be noted that these were studies of decision

types reported in minutes of school board meetings rather than analyses of the amount of
time spent by boards on specific decisions. (Hange & Leary, 1991; O’Cull, 1996)
The recommendations made by the Hange and Leary (1991) study of school

board minutes in West Virginia and the Select Seminar (1990) comprised of West
Virginia professional and lay leaders in public education led to the Carver Governance
Design, Incorporated report (1991). Carver (1991) emphasized that transformation in

public school governance could not be accomplished without change by the legislature
and state department of education. Specific recommendations made by Carver (1991)
were:
(a) focus the legislature upon results to be sought in public education

rather than the means of obtaining those results; (b) redesign the roles of
the State Board of Education and the Department of Education; and (c)

demand the transformation, not just a change, of governance in public
education, encouraged and enabled by whatever changes in statutes were
necessary, (p. 2)

As a result of the Hange and Leary (1991, 1996) studies, the Select Seminar
(1990), and the Carver Governance Design, Incorporated (1991) report, the West Virginia

School Boards Association has provided a variety of training for school board members.

O'Cull (1995), the executive director of the West Virginia School Boards Association,
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indicated that the training provided concerns such topics as: (a) school law, (b) finance,
(c) personnel, (d) policy, (e) leadership, (f) goal setting and planning, (g) curriculum and
instruction. Also, networking and communications skills have been emphasized. O’Cull
(1995) further indicated the topics need to be expanded to include categories based on

feedback from the school board members' perceptions of training needs conducted by

Hange and Leary (1995).
Accessibility of Information
Information for studies like that of Hange and Leary (1991, 1996) and this study

is available because of the open door policies or sunshine laws of the 1960s. (Hayden,
1992; Murray, 1994; National School Boards Association, 1982; Pressley, 1985; Rogers,

1995) These laws forbid private school board meetings, decisions or actions except in
certain matters (Murray, 1994). Open meeting laws have also required that professional
development activities be public (Funk & Funk, 1992; Tallerico, 1993). State sunshine
laws have added new challenges to agenda making (Pressley, 1988). Pressley (1988)

proposed that meetings be dignified, but not so formal and static that they appear to be a

mere ceremony, with the real business having gone behind closed doors.
According to the National School Boards Association (1982), the wording of most
sunshine laws implied that social or chance meetings could be held as long as there were

no final agreements reached. These meetings, however, could not circumvent the law
(National School Boards Association, 1982). Unfortunately, some board members have
tried to evade the sunshine laws by holding unofficial meetings or telephone meetings

with other board members rather than following the law and established procedures \
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(Murray, 1994).
The National School Boards Association (1982) emphasized that some state
sunshine laws do not specify advance notice for regular meetings, however, 48 to 72

hours is standard. A notice in the newspaper is usually sufficient (National School

Boards Association, 1982). Special meetings specify at least 24 hour notification to

board members and the press (National School Boards Association, 1982). The National
School Boards Association (1982) also reported announcements should include time and
place of the meeting and what business will be conducted. The responsibility for
notifying the public rests with the superintendent or board chairman, but the job of
posting the board meetings or calling board members is carried out by board clerk or

secretary (National School Boards Association, 1982). The National School Boards
Association (1982)stated some states require minutes be kept for all meetings (National

School Boards Association, 1982). Executive or special meetings are sometimes

included in the requirements. State laws differ as to the recording guidelines for regular,
executive and committee meetings, and board workshops (National School Boards
Association, 1982).

Tallerico (1993) observed executive or closed sessions are exempt from open

meeting laws. In executive sessions, board members can deliberate but not vote
(Tallerico, 1993). Although some states prohibit executive sessions for any reason, most

states allow closed sessions for discussing: (a) selection of school sites or the acquisition

or disposal of real estate, (b) personnel matters, (c) student disciplinary actions, and (d)
litigation strategy or negotiations for collective bargaining (National School Boards
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Association, 1982). The National School Boards Association (1982) suggested that

executive sessions should be held prior to the regular public meeting. Executive sessions
held at the time of a regular board meeting arouse suspicion as to what actually occurred

in the meeting (P. A. Leary, personal communication, April 29, 1996; National School
Boards Association, 1982).

Tallerico (1993) asserted that school board meetings can be audio or video
recorded for subsequent debriefing and analysis of communication strengths and

weaknesses. Board members can have a controversial public meeting videotaped and

jointly view the proceedings and critique their own performance (Tallerico, 1993).
Summary

This chapter has summarized research in the area of educational governance. This

review of the literature has provided a historical overview of the evolvement of boards of
education and has identified the diverse roles and responsibilities of local boards of
education members. The need for knowledgeable and responsible decision making was

highlighted by studies indicating that trained board members make more effective
decisions than untrained board members. Researchers found, however, that such training
is informal and sporadic. State school boards associations have provided the majority of
training to new and veteran board members. Several states have recently passed

legislation, however, requiring school board training and development. The level of

congruence between training needs identified by school board members has not often
been considered prior to organizing and scheduling training programs. Furthermore,

present training has not been tailored to meet the individual characteristics of school

r
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board members.
Much of the school board literature contained advice from school board members

and school superintendents as to how boards organize activities, what they do, how they
plan, and how boards and school administrators coexist. Most studies provided advice to

board members concerning selecting a board president, preparing for meetings, and
conducting meetings. The advice offered was based on the experiences of the authors as

board members and school administrators. None of these previous studies were data

based.
In conclusion, current literature relative to school boards and their operations has

shown that there is a lack of empirical data about how boards operate and the types and

frequency of their decisions. Only two studies, the Hange and Leary (1991, 1996),
provided empirical data documenting what school boards actually did, the types of
decisions they actually made, and the frequency at which these decisions were made. The

paucity of these kinds of data led to the present study. The unique quality of this study,

however, lies in its exploration of the amount of time spent by boards in making specific
decisions.
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Chapter 3
Methodology

Current literature relative to school boards and their operations indicates a lack of
empirical data about how school boards operate specifically with regard to the types and
frequencies of their decisions (Hange & Leary, 1991). In 1990 and again in 1995, the

West Virginia School Boards Association in conjunction with the West Virginia

Legislature commissioned a study concerning school board actions and decisions,
commonly known as the minute studies. The 1990 study was based on a review of 110

sets of school board minutes collected from 1985 to 1990 (Hange & Leary, 1991). The
1995 study used 108 sets of minutes collected from August 1990 to August 1995 (Hange

& Leary, 1991, 1996).

One major criticism by school boards of the first Hange and Leary (1991) study

was that it excluded the factor of time spent on each decision type or action. It was
argued that school boards may actually have spent little time in regard to several

emergent categories of decision making or outputs although these emerged foremost

when only frequency was considered. The second study was likewise criticized (Hange
& Leary, 1996; H. M. O’Cull, personal communication. November 27, 1995). This
present study examined local school board governance in West Virginia by measuring the
amount of time spent on emergent decision categories by school boards during the
August 1990 to August 1995 period. The source of information for the study was

electronically recorded minutes of selected West Virginia school board meetings during
the identified time period and the types and frequencies of decisions identified by the

r
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Hange and Leary (1996) study of the same time period. Determination of time spent on
each decision type will be performed by reviewing videotapes or audiotapes of meetings

which correspond to the selected written minutes from the 22 West Virginia counties
where these recordings are available. The total amount of time spent on each of the

decision types was used to compare with the findings of the emergent category analysis

of the written minutes.

Population and Sample
An informal survey was conducted to determine the number of West Virginia
counties making electronic recordings (audiotapes or videotapes) of school board

meetings between August 1990 and August 1995 in addition to the required written

minutes. Results of this informal poll indicated a total of 22 counties made such

electronic recordings during this time period. These counties held an estimated total of
1,320 (22 counties x 60 months) regularly scheduled meetings during the five year period

being studied. Therefore, the population of the study is 1,320 (N= 1,320). The sample
(44) was electronic tapes of the meetings that correspond to the 44 sets of written minutes

analyzed by Hange and Leary (1996). A sample of 44 sets of corresponding written

minutes used in the Hange and Leary study (1996) served as the basis for the

comparisons proposed in this study. This sample size was sufficient to allow
generalization to the population of West Virginia School Boards (P. A. Leary, personal
communication, April 29, 1996).
Research Design

This study was a longitudinal qualitative research design consisting of emergent
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category analysis of the written minutes of selected local school board meetings in West
Virginia. This emergent category analysis will identify commonalities in decisions made

and actions taken. Audiotapes or videotapes from 22 county school districts which made

these types of recordings were used to determine the amount of time spent on the decision
types which emerged from the corresponding written minutes.

The nature of this design, a replicated one-shot case study, limited controls for
reliability (Campbell & Stanley, 1963). Few variables can be controlled to establish
internal and external validity, excepting the fact that the respondents will be school
boards, and regular meeting minutes will be used. Interrater reliability was established by

analysis of the individual ratings performed by Dr. Jane Hange and Dr. Paul Leary who

rated the minutes in the two original studies upon which this work is based. They

performed emergent category analysis on all data identified as part of the sample for this
study. A brief and precise definition of each behavior to be observed was included on an
observation form which the raters used as a guide (Borg & Gall, 1983). When the raters

made evaluations about the decisions, these evaluations had 70 to 80% agreement
between the raters and were therefore considered reliable (Borg & Gall, 1983).

Specifically, each rater analyzed one half of the collection of minutes to establish

consensus regarding notions of categories and interrater reliability. Then emergent
categories were identified and classified according to actions and decisions. Each rater

checked the categories assigned by the other on the second half of the data. The
frequencies and types of decisions identified in the Hange and Leary (1996) study will be
compared to the time analysis performed in this study.
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Data Collection
This study utilized survey research procedures to gather data pertaining to school

board actions and decisions (Kerlinger, 1986). Survey research studies populations by
examining samples chosen from the population to discover relative incidence,
distribution, and interrelations of sociological and psychological variables (Kerlinger,

1986). Each of the 55 county superintendents received a letter requesting minutes of two
school board meetings for which randomly assigned dates were specified. The request

was made to superintendents as they generally have greater access to the minutes. Local
school board presidents also received a copy of the letter. All 55 county school

superintendents were contacted requesting that they indicate whether or not regular board

meetings were videotaped. Respondents who indicated videotapes were not available

were asked to provide audiotapes, if possible. Two weeks after the initial mailing, non

respondents were contacted by telephone. Every two weeks follow-up phone calls were
made. Six weeks after the initial mailing, a follow-up letter was sent.

Data Analysis
When the written minutes were received, each of the raters reviewed the

documents and identified common decisions and actions emerging from the data. The

categories, frequencies of component decisions or actions, percentages of the total each

category represents, and a list of decisions falling outside the emergent categories were

recorded and tallied. The raters’ notes on the actual minutes were used in this study to
correlate the identified decision types with the recorded tape minutes. Following this,
the amount of time spent on each decision type and action taken was analyzed by

r
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reviewing the tapes and timing the intervals school board members devoted to each of the

decisions.
Several methods of descriptive statistics were employed to examine the data.

These statistical analyses included frequency distributions, Spearman r correlation
analysis and t-tests (Borg & Gall, 1983). Post hoc analyses were performed where

appropriate.

I
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Chapter 4

Presentation and Analysis of Data
This chapter presents the data collected for this study which performed recorded
tape analyses of the types of decisions made by West Virginia school boards and the

duration of time spent on these decisions. A statistical analysis of the data is also
provided. The chapter is divided into five sections: (a) data source, (b) analysis of data,

(c) major findings, (d) ancillary findings, and (e) a summary of the chapter.
Data Source

An informal survey of the 55 West Virginia school boards revealed that 22

counties made electronic recordings (audiotapes or videotapes) of regular school board

meetings held between August 1990 and August 1995 in addition to the required written
minutes. These counties had an estimated total of 1,320 (22 counties x 60 months)

regularly scheduled meetings during the five year period being studied. Therefore, the
population for this study was 1,320 (N=l,320). The only previous empirical study of

school board minutes, the Hange and Leary study (1996), was used as a substantiative
source of background data for this study. The sample was limited to analyses of two

meeting tapes provided by each of the 22 school boards. These meetings corresponded to
the same number of meetings ( n=44 (22 counties x 2 recorded tape analyses/

corresponding written minutes) which were the source of the written minutes in the
Hange and Leary study (1996).

r
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Analysis of Data

The data for this study were collected by examining recorded tape records of
county school board meetings in West Virginia. The Statistical Analysis Systems (SAS)

was used to perform the major analysis of the data. Spearman r correlation analysis was
used to answer the research question which guided the study.
Ancillary analyses were conducted using the Statpak program which performed
t-tests for each of the 18 identified categories of data. The established categories of types

of decisions (Hange & Leary, 1996) and the mean percentages of time spent on each
decision type and the standard deviation are presented in Table 1. These 18 categories

included: (a) executive sessions, (b) staff presentations, (c) personnel, (d) public
presentations, (e) other, (f) expenditures, (g) policy, (h) building maintenance, (i) awards,

(j) curriculum, (k) budget supplements, (1) legal, (m) students, (n) facility use, (o) other
permission, (p) interagency agreements, (q) field trips, and (r) professional development.
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Table 1

Percentage of Meeting Time Spent on Decisions Made by West Virginia School

Boards
Decision
Category

Mean
Percentage

Standard Percentage
Deviation

Executive Sessions

28.34%

26.65

Staff Presentations

18.83%

16.27

Personnel

7.18%

10.07

Public Presentations

4.95%

8.51

Other

4.52%

8.10

Expenditures

4.49%

5.57

Policy

3.05%

4.98

Building Maintenance

2.42%

5.51

Awards

2.19%

3.79

Curriculum

1.92%

4.20

Budget Supplements

1.57%

4.57

Legal

0.90%

3.88

Students

0.45%

1.10

Facility Use

0.26%

0.86

Other Permission

0.23%

0.91

Interagency Agreements

0.21%

0.96

Field Trips

0.15%

0.49

Professional Development

0.01%

0.00
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Major Findings

Major findings are presented in this section of the chapter. Findings are organized

and presented in relation to the research question which guided the study.

Q. 1

What is the relationship., if any, between the types of decisions identified bv

the Hange and Leary study (1996) and the duration of time spent on these

decisions?
The research question was addressed by examining recorded tape analyses of

West Virginia school board meetings and comparing them to the written minutes of the

Hange and Leary study (1996). These data are presented in Table 2.
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Table 2

Correlation Between the Rankings of Decisions made by West Virginia School
Boards
Ranking
Hange/Leary Study

Current Study

D*

Executive Sessions

12.5

1

11.5 **

Staff Presentations

1

2

1.0 **

Personnel

8

3

5.0 **

Public Presentations

7

4

3.0 **

Expenditures

2

5

-3.0 **

Other

14.5

6

8.5 **

Policy Development

11

7

4.0 **

5.5

8

-2.5 **

Awards

14.5

9

5.5 **

Textbooks

17

10

7.0 **

11

**

Decision Type

Buildings & Maintenance

Budget

5.5

Legal

18

12

6.0 **

Students

12.5

13

-5.0 **

14.5

-11.5 **

10

14.5

-4.5 **

4

16.5

-12.5 **

16

16.5

-0.5 **

18

-9.0**

Facility Use
Other Permission

Field Trips
Interagency Agreements

Professional Development

9

*D = Difference between rank orders
** = Statistically significant difference at the .05 level

r
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Spearman’s correlation analysis was used to measure the degree of relationship
with ordinal data since no tied ranks existed in the data. The Spearman r correlation
analysis is a statistical technique appropriate for attaining a measure of degree of

relationship between two variables, both of which are measured on an ordinal scale of
measurement (Christensen & Stoup, 1991). A Spearman r correlation coefficient of
0.5011 revealed no relationship between the variables in this study and those from the
Hange and Leary study of 1996.

Ancillary Findings
A t-statistic or t-test for the independent samples was also conducted to answer

the research question. A predetermined t-value was calculated using the standard

deviation of the total distribution of observations as the parametric standard deviation. A
t-value of 2.032 is necessary for statistical significance at the .05 level and 34 degrees of

freedom (df). Analysis of the data through the use of the t-test validated the major
findings of this study. The results of this analysis are presented in Table 3.

Table 3
t-test Results for the Comparison of Decision Making by West Virginia School Boards

Study

Hange-Leary
Current Study

Number
of Scores
18
18

Sum
of Scores
351.30
83.80

^Critical value for t at .05 alpha level = 2.032
** = Statistically significant (at the .05) level

SS

M

df

r*

6450.35
1163.10

19.52
4.66

34

2.98**
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Summary

Electronically recorded minutes of 44 school board meetings in 22 West Virginia
counties were used to examine the relationship between the frequencies of decisions
identified by the Hange and Leary study (1996) and the duration of time spent on these

decisions. The sample was found to be geographically representative of the 55 counties

in West Virginia. Spearman r correlation analysis of the data and t-tests for independent
samples revealed no significant relationship between the frequencies of decisions
identified in the Hange and Leary study (1996) and the duration of time spent on each

decision in the present study.

i
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Chapter 5
Summary, Conclusions, and Recommendations
This chapter contains a summary of conclusions and recommendations of the study.

The chapter is divided into six sections: (a) purpose, (b) procedures, (c) findings, (d)
conclusions, (e) recommendations, and (f) implications.

Purpose

This study was designed to examine the relationship between the types of decisions
identified by the Hange and Leary study (1996) and the duration of time spent on these

decisions. The following research question guided the study:
Q.l

What is the relationship, if any, between the types of decisions identified by the

Hange and Leary study (1996) and the duration of time spent on these decisions?

Procedures
This study used a replicated one-shot case study research design to examine the

relationship between the types of decisions identified in the Hange and Leary study (1996)
and the duration of time spent on these decisions. The population of this study was 1,320
(22 counties x 60 months) regularly scheduled school board meetings during the five-year
period from 1990-1995. The sample was 44 (22 counties x 2 recorded tape analyses with

corresponding written minutes) sets of recorded electronic tapes of the meetings which

corresponded to the written minutes used in the Hange and Leary study (1996).
The source of information for this study was electronically recorded minutes of
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selected West Virginia school board meetings during the time period of August 1990 to
August 1995 and the types and frequencies of decisions identified by the Hange and Leary

study (1996) of the same period. The duration of time spent on each decision type

was determined by reviewing videotapes or audiotapes of meetings which corresponded
to the selected written minutes from the 22 West Virginia counties where these recordings
were available. The percentage of time spent on each type of decision was compared to the

frequencies of occurrences of decision types identified by the Hange and Leary (1996) study
of emergent category analysis of the written minutes.
The Statistical Analysis System (SAS) was used to perform the major analysis of the

data. Spearman r correlation analysis was used to test the research question. An alpha level

of .05 was established to determine the criterion significance of the statistical analyses. The
Stakpak program was used to perform ancillary analyses of the data using

t-tests for each of the 18 categories of data. The critical value for t at an alpha level of .05

was 2.032 at 34 degrees of freedom (df)- The established categories of decision types
(Hange & Leary, 1996) and the mean percentage of time spent on each type of decision and

the standard deviation were calculated. These categories included: (a) executive sessions,
(b) staff presentations, (c) personnel, (d) public presentations, (e) other,

(f) expenditures, (g) policy, (h) building maintenance, (i) awards, (j) curriculum, (k)

budget supplement, (1) legal, (m) students, (n) facility use, (o) permission (other),
(p) interagency agreements, (q) field trips, and (r) professional development.

Findings
The research question was addressed by analyzing recorded tape minutes of
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selected regular West Virginia school board meetings and comparing the percentage of

time spent on each decision type identified by the Hange and Leary study (1996) with the
percentage of frequency of decision types extrapolated from the written minutes on the

Hange and Leary study (1996).

The major findings of this study indicated that the percentage of time spent on
decisions made by West Virginia school boards and the frequencies of decisions identified
in the Hange and Leary study of 1996 have no significant relationship. Ancillary analysis

using t-tests substantiated the major findings of the study by also indicating the existence of
significant differences in the frequencies of decision types and the percentages of time spent

in each category.
West Virginia school boards distributed their meeting time in the following

percentages: (a) executive sessions (28.3%), (b) staff presentations (18.8%), (c) personnel
(7.2%), (d) public presentations (5.0%), (e) other (4.5%), (f) expenditures (4.5%),

(g) policy (3.0%), (h) building maintenance (2.4%), (i) awards (2.2%), (j) curriculum (1.9%),
(k) budget supplements (1.6%), (1) legal (0.9%), (m) students (0.45%), (n) facility use

(0.26%), (o) other permission (0.2%), (p) interagency agreement (0.2%), (q) field trips
(0.2%), and (r) professional development (>0.1 %). Decisions which involved routine board

operations, such as approving minutes or setting meeting dates were noncoded in this present
study. Emergent category analysis allowed one category of interagency agreement to be
added. Presentations to the board by staff and by the public were categorized, even though

decisions may not have been acted upon.
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Conclusions
The findings generated by analyses of the data in this study revealed no

relationship between the percentage of time spent on decision categories in this study and the

frequency of decision types in the Hange and Leary study (1996). The Hange and Leary
-

i

study (1991) was first conducted for the years 1985-1990 and was replicated in
1996 for the years 1990-1995. The second Hange and Leary study’s (1996) findings

confirmed the discoveries of the first but are contradicted by the results of this study in that
the percentage of time spent on each of the decision categories is not significantly related to
the frequencies of the types of decisions made. The findings revealed no significant
relationship between variables in this study and those in the Hange and Leary
(1996). Furthermore, the Hange and Lear}' studies of 1991 and 1996 were criticized for not
considering the amount of time spent in the discussion of curricular and policy issues since

only the frequencies of decisions were observed. West Virginia school board members

argued that they spent more time addressing decision and policy making than the written
minutes reported. Given the foregoing, the present study provided evidence that the criticism

of the Hange and Leary studies of 1991 and 1996 was unfounded. West Virginia school

boards do not give preference to curricular and instructional issues when either frequencies
of decision types or duration of time spent were examined by minute analysis.

Contrary to a majority of the literature which suggests that the major priority of

effective school boards should be policy making (California School Boards Association,
1985; Danzberger, 1994; Harrington-Leuker, 1993; Patterson, 1993; Twentieth Century
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Fund, 1992; Wagner, 1992), the results of this study indicate that local school boards in
West Virginia generally do not follow this advice. An average time of only three percent
of the total time school boards expended in meetings were dedicated to policy making. The

largest single percentage of time was typically spent in executive session which West
Virginia state code (School Laws of West Virginia, 6-9 A-4, 1995, p. 428) restricts to dealing

with personnel, student discipline, and property matters. When meeting time was considered
as either policy and curricular matters or other issues, policy and curricular issues accounted

for approximately five percent of the time spent in school board meetings while other issues

dominated approximately 79% of the meeting time (sixteen percent was expended on non

coded activities).
Implications
This study determined that West Virginia school boards divided their meeting times

to address issues in the following mean percentages of time: (a) executive sessions (28.3%),
(b) staff presentations (18.8%), (c) personnel (7.2%), (d) public presentations (5.0%)’, (e)

other (4.5%), (f) expenditures (4.5%), (g) policy (3.0%), (h) building maintenance (2.4%),
(i) awards (2.2%), (j) curriculum (1.9%), (k) budget supplements (1.6%), (1) legal (0.9%),

(m) students (0.45%), (n) facility use (0.26%), (o) other permission (0.2%), (p) interagency
agreement (0.2%), (q) field trips (0.2%), and (r) professional development (>0.1%). The

board meetings examined in this study lasted for a mean of 2 hr 47 min. Additionally,
content analysis of the recorded tapes of school board meetings suggested no relationship
between the duration of the meeting and its effectiveness.
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Boards of education are realistically viewed as political bodies inasmuch as they are

required by law to make policy for the local school system and to see that legislative
policies are enforced (Kirst, 1970; School Laws of West Virginia, 18-5-5, 1995, p. 63.

However, this study revealed that boards are not policy makers or policy boards as proposed
in Twentieth Century Task Force Report of 1992 (Twentieth Century Fund, 1992). This
report stressed that the role of policy boards would be to establish policy and provide
oversight, not to implement policy in detail. To make school boards true policy boards,

states would have to repeal current statutes and regulations regarding local school boards
(Twentieth Century Fund, 1992). The ultimate role of policy making should be that of

fostering excellence and equity in public education (Danzberger, Kirst, Shannon, & Usdan,
1994; McCloud & McKenzie, 1994). The percentage of school board decisions relating to
policy development and oversight in this study was 3.05%. This was the same percentage

as the Flange and Leary Study of 1991 (Hange & Leary, 1991). Content analyses of the
written minutes and recorded tapes of board meetings indicated that policy development had

been mandated by the West Virginia Legislature, the West Virginia State Department of

Education, and the federal government (Hange & Leary, 1996). Analyses of the recorded
tapes also revealed that some school boards have special meetings for policy making only

(School Laws of West Virginia, 6-9A-5, 1995, p. 425; Tallerico, 1993). Given the
recommendations of the literature and the findings of this study, it is imperative that future

training of West Virginia school board members address both the importance of policy

making and the procedures necessary to insure that it occupies its proper prominence.
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As reported in the Hange and Leary study of 1996, boards are more frequently
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adjourning to executive sessions during regular meetings (28.34%) (Hange & Leary, 1996;

Roger, 1992; School Laws of West Virginia, 6-9A-4, 1995, p. 428). Personnel

matters were most often cited as the reason for moving into closed session along with
litigation and land acquisition in the written minutes. Student disciplinary decisions were
also a topic of discussion after returning to a regular session from executive session (Hange

& Leary. 1996: School Laws of West Virginia, 6-9A-4, 1995, p. 428). The present study
suggests that the majority of local board decisions are being made behind

closed doors as evidenced by the fact that 28% of their time is spent in executive session.

Kirst (1970) suggested that frequent executive sessions reflected a strong board which

exercises power independently. It should be noted that executive sessions also reflect greater
removal from public scrutiny and a more closed system (Kirst, 1970; Pressley, 1988).
Decisions in the categories of executive sessions and staff presentations comprised

47.17% of all the decisions reported in this study. Based on a finding that revealed the
public at large made presentations to the board at a rate of only 25% of those made by the
administrative staff, the Hange and Leary (1996) study recommended that community

members be given additional opportunities to address the board with petitionsand comments.
This study found that of all the presentations made, only one fourth were by the public and
three fourths by the staff.

The proportion had not changed, and thus, the same

recommendation would be offered. The findings of this study also indicated that school

boards were more frequently using consent agenda in approving personnel
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recommendations than found in the Hange and Leary study of 1996 (Hange& Leary, 1991,

S

1996; National School Boards Association, 1982). Presentations to the board by staff and

=

by the public were categorized, even though decisions may not have been acted upon.
School boards received most of their information from the staff, especially the
superintendent (Hange & Leary, 1991, 1996). Most of the presentations by the public

(4.95%) involved school consolidations, local levies, or special education issues (Hange &

Leary, 1996). Very few significant findings were noted in the remaining categories of
finance, students, awards, recognitions, textbooks, curriculum, legal issues, permissions, and

interagency agreements.
Recommendations
The following recommendations are offered based upon the findings of the study:

1.

Further research on decision making by local school boards is recommended.
Replication of this study should be made after results are shared with West

Virginia School Boards Association, West Virginia Legislature and the State
Department of Education to determine changes in the types of decisions

school boards make to clarify board behaviors and to determine future
training needs.
2.

Further research on the topic of school board training should be conducted to
determine if training is being altered to address the issues mentioned in the

Hange and Leary study of 1996 and this present study.
It is recommended that additional training and development for board

members should be concentrated on policy making.
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4.

In order to increase the generalizibility, it is recommended that this study be

replicated in other states to identify possible differences in school boards’
decision making across states and to address needs which could lead to
improved decision making nationally of school boards.

5.

It is recommended that replication of this study be made using the minutes

of special board meetings in addition to regular meetings.
6.

It is recommended that West Virginia school boards be trained in the practice

of consent agenda. Consent agenda is useful in reviewing decisional areas
of personnel, expenditure approvals, and field trip requests.
7.

It is recommended that school boards provide additional opportunities for

the public to address the board concerning matters important to the entire
community. Their comments on decisions provide valuable links to

community opinion.

8.

It is recommended that more of an effort be made by the West Virginia Ethics
Commission to educateofficialsconceming public meeting requirements and
the West Virginia Legislature to promulgate legislation to reform present

sunshine laws.
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A RECORDED TAPE ANALYSIS
OF THE TYPES AND FREQUENCIES

OF DECISIONS MADE BY WEST VIRGINIA SCHOOL BOARDS

FROM AUGUST 1990 to AUGUST 1995

Linda K. McCall
ABSTRACT

This study examined the relationship between the types of school board decisions
identified by the Hange and Leary study (1996) and the duration of time spent on these

decisions. The source of information for this study was electronically recorded minutes of

selected West Virginia school board meetings during the time period of August 1990 to
August 1995 and the types and frequencies of decisions identified by the Hange and Leary

study (1996) of the same period. The duration of time spent on each decision type was

determined by reviewing videotapes or audiotapes of meetings which corresponded to the
selected written minutes from the 22 West Virginia counties where the recordings were

available. The percentage of time spent on each decision type was compared to the
frequencies of occurrence of decision types identified by the Hange and Leary (1996) study

in their study of emergent category analysis of the written minutes. Spearman r correlation
analysis determined that the percentage of time spent on decisions made by West Virginia

school boards and the frequencies of decisions identified in the Hange and Leary study of
1996 have no significant relationship. Ancillary analysis using t-tests substantiated the major
findings. Contrary to a majority of the literature which suggests that the major priority of

effective school boards should be policy making, the results of this study indicate the local
school boards in West Virginiagenerally do not follow this advice. An average of only three

percent of the school board meetings studied were dedicated to policy making. The largest

single percentage of time was typically spent in executive session. Policy and curricular

issues accounted for five percent of the time spent in school board meetings while other
issues dominated 79% of the meeting time (16% was expended on non-coded activities).
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